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ABSTRACT                                    
The Great Rebellion of 1857 was born out as a reaction against colonial policy of expansion and 
exploitation. Starting with the sepoy mutiny at Meerut, it soon engulfed the entire North and 
Central India. Certain colonial accounts have termed the event as merely a Sepoy Mutiny caused 
due to factors like use of greased cartridges and such accounts intended to limit the sphere of 
action to the Gangetic heartland of North India thereby making the colonial bureaucracy draw 
solace from the fact that it was not a widespread rebellion.  
Therefore in such context, Chotanagpur offers a brilliant example of how an event can take 
multiple contours in a region, how the existing tensions intersected with the dynamics generated 
by sepoy mutinies, the collaboration between the sepoys and the native civilians, the latter 
continuing the rebellion even after the suppression of the sepoy mutiny. Hence it was not only the 
sepoys who were active during this turbulent phase. In spite of the fact that they provided the 
underlying current, there were both inter and intra-district variations in the civilian movement 
which witnessed the remarkable involvement of adivasis. Most notable among them being Gonoo, 
leader of the ‘Kol’ tribe who mobilized the natives in an anti-colonial struggle and although he 
declared himself to be a follower of Raja of Porahat with whom the Kols had traditional ties, the 
latter had no authority over the tribal leader and might have been compelled to support Gonoo in 
his plan of action. This relatively unknown tribal leader Gonoo has been the focus of attention in 
this paper of mine 
Keywords: Gonoo, Adivasi, Rebel 
INTRODUCTION 
The Great Rebellion of 1857 constitutes a major 
landmark in the annals of historical writing in 
South Asia which posed a serious challenge to the 
British colonialism. Regarding Chotanagpur, a 
region which had witnessed many uprisings in the 
colonial period, the rebellion was an event 
involving the tribals (adivasis) on a considerable 
scale. It was a case of shifting loyalties and 
resistance.  Various scholars have focused on the 
disturbances in the region of what is today part of 
Jharkhand. L.P. Rana has provided a narrative of 
these disturbances mainly among the tribal 
communities. Not all tribals it needs to be 
mentioned participated in the rebellion. Some tribes 
like Mundas, Oraons and kept aloof and Santals 
participated very briefly. There was active 
participation on part of Cheros, Bogtahs and 
Kols/Ho’s. Sanjukta Das Gupta writes how the 
Kols/Ho’s united with the erstwhile ruling class in 
an united act of defence against foreign rule in 
Singhbhum. She questions the Subaltern historian’s 
assertion of subaltern autonomy in the rebellion 
and concludes that Ho’s did not operate within and 
that there were several linkages between the tribal 
subjects and elite ruling classes. We also have 
Shashank Sinha who deals with both the sepoy 
mutiny and the tribal uprising in Chotanagpur. 
Both Shashank Sinha and Sanjukta Das Gupta have 
explored the Chotanagpur tract and focused on 
tribal society and insurgency. They highlight 
popular mentalities and forms of protest that were 
witnessed during this turbulent phase.  
Chotanagpur offers brilliant example of how an 
event such as The Great Rebellion of 1857 can 
have multiple contours in a region. Factors such as 
desire for independence, political opportunism, 
traditional rivalries etc are so closely interwoven 
that it is difficult to explain the event in terms of 
dominant singular explanations. What is interesting 
to note is that how existing tensions intersected 
with the dynamics generated by sepoy mutinies to 
aquire an anti-colonial texture. The revolt in 
Chotanagpur began with a sepoy mutiny at 
Hazaribagh on June 1857. While the sepoy 
mutinies did provide the underlying current, there 
were both inter and intra-district variations in the 
civilian movments known for the remarkable 
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involvement of adivasis. While the sepoy 
component gradually subsided after the Battle of 
Chatra in October, other civil rebellions and 
protests carried on till 1861. Most notable among 
the adivasi leaders was Gonoo, leader of the 
‘Kol/Ho’ tribe who mobilized the natives in an 
anti-colonial struggle and although he declared 
himself to be a follower of Raja of Porahat with 
whom the Kols had traditional ties, the latter had 
no authority over the tribal leader and might have 
been compelled to support Gonoo in his plan of 
action.  
Like the high farming areas of the Doab, the tribal 
areas of Chotanagpur too were affected by the 
rebellion of 1857. But here the sepoy element was 
marginal and the main thrust was provided by the 
tribal people and their chiefs. Gautam Bhadra has 
brought to light the role played by a Kol leader, 
Gonoo, who was an ordinary cultivator in 
Singhbhum but the events of 1857 made him a 
rebel leader. But the material available on him was 
scarce and fragmentary, hence it is no surprise that 
Gonoo remains hitherto an unknown figure.
 
 
Singhbhum was divided into two parts by the river 
Sanjay. Southern side was under British control 
while the northern part was under the Raja of 
Porahat. However the latter’s sovereignity was only 
nominal and the actual authority was that of the 
Larka Kols . For the Kols, their functional unit of 
their society was their village and clan.
1
 
The Kols had two institutions (1) Manki and 
Munda, and (2) Killi. A Munda was the chief of 
his village and a group of such villages, usually 
seven to twelve in number constituted a peer or Ho 
unit. The leader of this group was called Manki, 
who might have functioned as a military chief and 
maintained a link between the raja and villages.  
After the suppression of the Kol insurrection of 
1831, the colonial government formalized the 
position of these Mankis and Mundas who were 
entrusted with the task of revenue collection and 
the general superintendence of law and order in 
lieu of a commission. They became functionaries 
of the government and bound themselves by an 
oath taken to that effect before the agent to the 
governor-general. The oath ran as follows: they 
would not receive or obey any order verbal or 
written, of any raja or any zamindar or any of their 
subordinates. This amounted to a transfer of 
allegiance to the new authority. Hereafter in the 
selection of a Manki, his local influence would be 
considered but the final right of selection lay with 
the government.
2
 In these peers, the Government 
fixed a tax on each cultivator at the rate of eight 
annas for every plough. Between 1844 and 1850, it 
made several attempts to increase the assessment 
                                           
1
 O’Malley, 1910,  p.10 
2
 Raychaudhuri, 1958,  pp.54-55 
paid by the Killis and to estimate the lands actually 
cultivated.  
Such official interventions made the Kols restless. 
As a result of all these measures, the revenue had 
already doubled by 1857.
3
 Although this 
assessment was light in comparison to that of the 
other regions, and led the colonial officials to 
believe that the revolt of 1857 in Chotanagpur was 
merely an expression of the innate fighting nature 
of the Larka Kols. What they failed to acknowledge 
was that the very presence of the colonial power 
and its attempt to tinker with the traditional 
institutions had created a new situation. The written 
oaths, annual visits by the commissioner, insistence 
on the regular payment of the tax, the attempts to 
increase the rate of assessment had led to the 
development of a structure much stronger and more 
formal than that of the older segmentary authority. 
The traditional Mankis and Mundas had become 
revenue collectors as well as police functionaries 
on behalf of the government. As a result around 
1857, the Mankis were a divided group: a large 
number of them tried to uphold their older loyalties 
whereas quite a few looked up to their new 
masters. In fact it is reported that in 1857 only 
those Kols who had in former times been retained 
by the Raja of Porahat joined the rebellion.
4
 Again 
the sanction of the Mankis power lay within the 
community. By giving them some police powers, 
the colonial state entrusted them with the task of 
punishing such newly defined crimes in witch 
hunting, which were very much a part of the 
traditional practise in Singhbhum. Altogether it was 
an attempt made by the colonial regime to 
intervene in the traditional institutions of the Kols 
and thereby to disrupt older communal ties which 
prepared the ground for the conflicts of 1857 in this 
area.  
The rebellion started with the mutiny of the 
Ramgarh battalions. But the mutineers were 
opposed by the Kols who looked upon the 
plundered treasury as their own and resented its 
appropriation by the sepoys.
5
 Meanwhile the 
traditional rivalry between the chiefs of Porahat 
and Saraikela surfaced at this juncture, and Arjun 
singh, Maharaja of Porahat, appeard on the 
scene… vacillating… at one moment, playing the 
part of a royal feudatory and doing good work for 
the government and the next in rebellion, in league 
with the sepoys he had been opposing. A 
proclamation was issued in the king’s name. The 
arrow of war, which happened to be the traditional 
method of spreading war messages, started to 
circulate, defying the warnings issued by the 
colonial government. By the time Arjun Singh was 
attacked and the execution of Jaggu Diwan, a close 
confidant of the Raja, the character of the mutiny 
                                           
3
 Raychaudhuri Ibid, pp. 40-45 
4
 Bhadra in Guha (edited), 1985, p.258 
5
 Dalton, 1872, p.183 
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had entirely changed. The mutiny of Ramgarh 
battalion had transformed into a rebellion of Kols. 
Hence we see the emergence of Gonoo as a leader. 
His own perception of that process was recorded in 
his testimony during his trial: 
‘’The whole country was in revolt… All the 
Mundas and mankis went to the rajah; I was with 
them. The rajah asked us what we were going to 
do. We replied that the sahibs had run away and 
you are now our ruler, we will hold to 
you……………..’’6 
Apparently the initiative came from below. The 
tribals appealed to their raja to perform his 
traditional role. And all the older ties between king, 
headmen and people had been revived.  
E.J. Dalton, the then Commissioner of 
Chotanagpur described Gonoo as ‘the most active 
adherent of the ex-raja of Porahat amongst 
Singhbhum or Larka Kols and the principal agent 
in spreading disaffection amongst them. According 
to witnesses, during the disturbances of 1857, he 
was the leader of all the Hos from Kolehan who 
had joined the raja. He was the leader of the 
Barpeer Kols. He was a resident of Jayantigarh in 
Barpeer and this area had a tradition of rebellion 
and was one of the most disturbed areas during the 
disturbances.
7
  Here Gonoo played an active role in 
mobilization of the community as the people here 
acknowledged him as a leader. However it was in 
Kordiha that Gonoo established his authority as 
one of the triumvirate, along with Raghudev and 
Shyam Karna, who had taken over control from 
Arjun Singh when the latter sought refuge there 
after the fall of Porahat. Here he was virtually a 
prisoner in the custody of the Bar Peer Kols. His 
feeble mindedness made him suspected as well as 
despised by the rebels. He was always watched by 
armed guards and was subject to great indignities 
by the people and no one showed him any respect 
or minded what he said. Gonoo also disciplined 
traitors and informers.  Many Mankees who were 
agents of the colonial government worked as spies 
and informants for the government. On one or two 
occasions, they were caught and killed as well. 
Gonoo is also known to have used the threat of 
collective violence in order to enforce cooperation 
from vaccilating elements within the tribal 
community. He threatened to destroy their villages 
and properties if they refused to cooperate. Hence 
we see, Gonoo had to come a long way from his 
humble beginnings. He was a school dropout who 
took to evil ways after leaving school and bore a 
bad character. However it was not unusual for as 
bad character to emerge as a leader in the course of 
peasant revolt. The same process which had 
transformed the sepoy rebellion into an uprising of 
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the masses in Chotanagpur was also what 
transformed a poor Kol who had taken to evil 
ways.
8
 The talpatras seized by Lt. Birch in 
Kordiha with their references to the Emperor of 
Delhi, Nana Sahib and Kunwar Singh, registered 
a dim awareness of this process among the tribal 
population of Pinghbhum, and a vague expectation 
of help from these quarters. It was the displacement 
of authority both at the supra-local level of the 
colonial regime and at the local level of the Porahat 
Raja that helped to generate among the rebels the 
sense of an alternative authority. 
Bhadra’s work ‘’ the four rebels of 1857’ in 
subaltern studies Vol. 4 has been retrospected by 
two prominent scholars – Shashank Sinha and 
Sanjukta Das Gupta. Arjun singh, Gonoo and the 
Kols gave a tough time to the British but the 
question which needs to be asked is that what was 
the role of the Kols in the events surrounding the 
1857 rebellion? Was Gonoo’s movement an 
example of subaltern autonomy? 
Shashank Sinha’s retrospection 
According to Shashank Sinha, due to scarce and 
fragmentary source base, these questions pose 
some problems. Given the early history of the 
resistance of Kols, their love for fighting, etc , 
attempts were made to enlist their support either by 
friendly gestures or by force.
9
 One of the important 
ways by which British sought the support of Kols 
was through oath of loyalty. After the suppression 
of the Kol rebellion of 1831, the Mankis and 
Mundas were made functionaries of the 
government in singhbhum and bound themselves 
with an oath to that effect. Hence they transferred 
their loyalty to a new authority.
10
 Lt. Birch also 
tried to woo over the Kols by presenting necklaces 
to their women and tobacco to their men but the 
feeling that British rule had ended had gained such 
a steadfast ground that Birch really had a hard time. 
Likewise in the Arjun singh camp, methods used to 
mobilize the Kols hinged around the use of 
symbols and gestures, viz a viz the use of drums for 
circulating proclamations and use of war arrows 
were some of the traditional methods of 
transmitting war like messages.
11
 The support of 
the Kols was very crucial for both the sides. 
In the absence of adequate statistical data, it is 
difficult to say anything concrete about the 
quantitative aspect of Kol participation. However it 
can be argued that their active involvement after 
November 1857 did change the nature of the 
rebellion, thereby investing a popular character to 
an erstwhile dynastic rivalry. However the question 
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which needs to be asked is that whether the war 
loving Kols were acting on the instigation of the 
Raja of Porahat or did they have their own reasons 
to revolt? There was definite discontent with the 
British rule in Singhbhum. British rule had not only 
affected the traditional power structure but also the 
village society. The response of the Kols to the 
Porahat raja’s call for rebellion was also reflective 
of their general disenchantment.
12
  
Talking about Gonoo’s movement, undoubtedly he 
was an important figure in the rebellion. However 
it would not be correct, according to Sinha, to talk 
about Gonno’s movement as an instance of 
subaltern autonomy, as has been argued by Bhadra. 
As it is there is not much of information available 
on his area of operation. Apart from being closely 
connected to Arjun Singh, he also emerged as the 
leader of the Kol community, but his actions were 
only limited to the area around Bar Peer.  Besides 
there were also other leaders like Raghu Dev and 
Shyam Karna  who carried on the struggle even 
after the arrest of Arjun Singh. In his trial Gonoo 
accepted the fact that he was not a leader but a 
mere follower of the Raja of Porahat and derived 
authority from him. Hence one should not talk of 
Gonoo as operating within an autonomous domain. 
Sanjukta Das Gupta’s retrospection 
Sanjukta Das Gupta says that the trial of Gonoo 
underlines the fact that the rebellion of 1857 had as 
significant impact on the margins of the British 
empire as it had in the Gangetic heartland. 
However like Shashank Sinha, she also argues that 
very little is known about Gonoo, who is a 
strangely nebulous figure in comparison to other 
tribal leaders like Sidhu, Kanu, Birsa Munda, 
Tana Bhagat etc, chiefly due to scarcity of 
sources, and those also are largely restricted to the 
tribal proceedings. She has praised the work of 
Bhadra who had retrieved them and brought them 
to the public forum. 
The story of Gonoo’s rebellion according to 
Sanjukta Das Gupta, began when the British forces 
attacked Bar Pir, Gonoo’s native village. They 
were resisted and subsequently annihilated by the 
Kols/Hos, who’s leader was Gonoo. According to 
tribal proceedings he was the son of Mata, a Munda 
of Chenpatia village. Probably Gonoo belonged to 
the Khunkattia lineage. Upon leaving the school, 
he became poor and took to evil ways.  He bore a 
bad character and according to the British, was an 
unsavoury character of an ill repute and was the 
most active adherent of the ex-raja of Porahat and 
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During his trial, one of his followers testified that 
during the disturbances, Gonoo was the leader of 
all the Hos from Kolehan who joined the Raja and 
he was the first to declare that the country belonged 
to the ex-Raja of Porahat and that the people must 
join and fight for him. Another witness stated that 
Gonoo’s name was on everyone’s mouth and yet 
another said that he had constituted himself as the 
chief of Singhbhum. In the colonial perception, 
Gonoo was an active leader who had been involved 
in the murder of at least one European. He had at 
his disposal a large body of insurgents. Witnesses 
confirmed that he had earlier joined the Porahat 
Raja’s attack on the British forces at Jayantigarh, 
South Kolehan and that some policemen were 
killed at his instigation. He had also led the Hos in 
a fight with the Sikh forces.
14
 They also collected 
provisions forcibly from villages which made them 
unpopular. The insurgents threatened the villagers 
with dire consequences if their demands were not 
fulfilled, while claiming Gonoo to be their leader. 
According to Das Gupta, such descriptions have 
made the subaltern historians interpret Gonoo’s 
rebellion as an instance of subaltern autonomy. 
However instead of perceiving himself as an 
independent leader, he saw himself as an adherent 
of the Porahat Raja. Although he said this in self 
defence in his trial in a bid to escape punitive 
reprisals, he undoubtedly considered himself to be 
a vassal of Arjun Singh. The ties of loyalty 
between Arjun Singh, the Raja of Porahat and the 
rebel Hos becomes apparent on examining the 
testimony of the rebels, whereby at his trial, Gonoo 
reaffirmed that he had taken to rebellion at the call 
of Porahat Raja. All these suggest that Gonoo had a 
perfect understanding of the political world in 
which he existed and that the Hos were aware of 
the political vacuum that had been created in the 
wake of the collapse of authority. Should they have 
wished for an alternative world, they would have 
selected one of their own traditional leadership as 
their ruler. Prior to the rebellion of 1857, the 
British had increasingly projected the Hos as being 
stateless people, totally isolated from the political 
authority at Singhbhum, in a bid to legitimize their 
authority as the protectors and the guardians of the 
Hos. Hence Gonoo’s willingness to accept the 
sovereignty of the Raja of Porahat was an indicator 
of existence of linkages between the raja and his 
subjects. 
Colonial records from the early 19
th
 century, which 
was a period of general unrest and turbulence in 
Singhbhum, reveal that the ruling authority was 
still somewhat powerful but over the years, its 
authority had somewhat weakened on account of 
continuous struggle for power between the 
different factions of the ruling house, the Rajas of 
Porahat, Saraikela and Kharaswan for example.  
However several ties of loyalty connected the Hos 
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with the ruling authorities, as also certain cultural 
ties. 
CONCLUSION 
By retrieving Gonoo from the archives, Gautam 
Bhadra highlighted an aspect of history that would 
have otherwise been forgotten. The singling out of 
a single character from an event as vast as 1857, 
has led to Gonoo being depicted as an iconic figure 
of subaltern autonomy.  However the contemporary 
records which Sanjukta and Shashank Sinha used 
depicted the Kol rebellion as having resulted 
largely from the instigation of Raja of Porahat. 
Gonoo did not operate within an autonomous 
domain, there certainly were linkages between the 
ruling class and their subjects. Inspite of Hos 
uniting against British, there were also many from 
within the Kols who remained loyal to British.  For 
example Mora Mankee and Dabru Mankee. Gonoo 
too was apprehended by an adivasi informer only.  
The fact emphasized by Sinha and Dasgupta that 
Gonoo was an adherent of Arjun Singh, in order to 
evade punishment seems somewhat problematic. 
Particularly if we take a look at the power and 
authority of Gonoo, it surpassed that of Arjun 
Singh. And he was strong enough to dictate terms 
with the raja. Due to lack of resources, not much 
can be said with certainty but one should also take 
note of the fact that Gonoo might have operated 
within a separate domain as the situation, givemn 
that the weakened authority of Arjun Singh, was 
such that the raja would not have been able to 
assert his supremacy over his tribal subjects. It can 
also be argued nevertheless that just like the rebels 
proclaimed Bahadur Shah as nominal leader during 
the revolt, same was the case with Chotanagpur. 
Hence it cannot be said with certainity that Gonno 
acknowledged the authority of Arjun Singh or not. 
Hence, to interpret Gonoo’s rebellion  as an 
instance of Subaltern autonomy is by no means 
illogical.  
 Inspite of these works however Gonoo is a 
relatively unknown figure in Singhbhum, in 
contrast to Santal leaders like Sidhu and Kanhu, the 
illustrious Munda leader Birsa Munda. Further 
research needs to be done in this respect, especially 
oral history of the region. 
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